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"Most of us describe ourselves as€teachers of economics,) but place all ‘

]

ment was made in a report by the Oxford G\(Snference of Teachers of Eponbmics \

in 1924 but c'9uld just as easily have been made in 1977, A

Recently, economic educators have begen exploring methods to improve

. ) economics courses, particularly i}1trodqctor§{ courses. , Much of the emphasis
. . . - ) te ) . v
has been on changing course tontent or éhe effectiveness of alternativwe teach-
’ - . / \ \-
ction, personalized systems of in-

-

. ing tools such as computer-assisted in

- &
.y . tion--the teacher. ,

A few studies of ‘attempts to improve teaclhing skills of;colle.ge economics
s e ) .

recently.2 These studies involve tr9ining sessions
v » ” ‘ - ) )
_,for-graju/ate teaching asslstants (TAs). The purposes of this paper are to
- B ) - . ‘. . ]
. X scribe how a training program for TAs was implemented_at two different -

L . - . b

. institfxtidhs and to identify issues tg k;i-consid'ered when implementing a TA

. teachers have been reported

e - Vs

S .. : ’ P - :
..yrajning program. This paper does not include empirical evidenge concerning
"the effectiveness af the program as a means for imbrox?ing teaching skills. *

. ., : *
Instead the goal-here is to prov a practical guide for a department which is
. « . ‘ -&. - _*

B cdnsidering a training program.

7

,T-De,guide will consist of three parts, a description of the program as irr{-

o

| plemented in eéch setting, an identification of the issues to be decided when / !

g

.“';)languing a program, and comfnents concerning the de's‘irabil'ity of the’two

approaches:.

A . '

, : The first of these TA training programs was establighed at the University

©

' ' ¢

. . , , ' / :
the emphasis on' %®economics' and have none left'for 'teachers. ["1 This com- '

L]




l" s

tor of Ilipois, Urbana in the Fall semester of 1975. The program intluded six

S two hour seminats, each on a different toplc related to teaching. The semi- ¢

J ‘ w N , .

4

\ nars met during the semester while TAs-also taught the#'n" own’classes ﬁn@{opk

a - " . i ~
graduate. courses. - TAs from several departments met in one group. Topics for

3

, / . \
the seminars were: preparing 1nstruct10nal objectiveé and sson planrli?@,

) N .-
planning examd and writing effective exam questions,’teacher—-centered teach-7_
» . F - e

1
~

ing methods, learner-centered teaching methods, preparation and use of

instructional media, and self-evaluation methods for teachin'g improvement.
. . e . .

In addition to seminar instruction all TAs were 'videotaped while teaching their

v
* -

* own classes.  Following taping each TA met with a teacher superv{isor to view
. ‘ ' ' ' \/\/

s

wand discuss the.tape.

' L 4 ' . - . B
\ € The same basic program was implemented at Lehigh Uniyersity in Fall

1976. . In this case, however, the seminars met beforethe semester began

'y ’

B durin_g the week immediately ‘preceding the beginning o) asses. ~Each de- - N

vy

te t to be included in the seminars for his. teachingfsistants In some cases
.a faculty member from a participating department rﬁet with TAs to. discuss con-

ost TAs were videotaped and

P

Gﬂaaching o

tent for the courses they would be teaching.
-

_some had a teacher-supervisor observe th

r ’ . ;
" of decisions that must be made as a training program is planned and implémen-

A
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- v ' -« /o i
the two programs provides.some suggestions. ’9\ . .,

’ -~

A story told at a conference on geégi‘aphy education demonstrates a key
plarmning consideration One Sunday dur1'ng/h1s sermon a minister announced

that the org'anist who for many years had been a mainstay of the congrega-
N ‘ : " .
tion, would be retiring shortly. : The minister made a plea for a volunteer to y
\

‘/é'eplace the much admired organist,- At first no one responded. After further*

»

-

plea's—from the minister, a man &t the back of the churchconfidnentl'y raised
his hand and agreed to begin the following Sunday._ At the beginning of the
next Sunday's service the man")sat dow'n at the'organ and bedan to touch the

‘keys.‘ The most awful and diseordant sognds came 'out. The new organist Q
. stopped, frowned, and then began again. (.The:‘second time the. sound once

A v
again wasl unfamiliar and less than me'lodic. Sensing a problem the minister
approached the organist and asked, "What is the problern? I"thought you )

could play the organ %"' The man¥replied, "I can't understand this . I've been

attending this church-.and listening to and Watching the former organist for
b 4 -4

twenty years. I certainly thought I would have been able tq play the organ
after all that experience. " ' S ; : )

Although both the Illinois and Lehigh programs are taught by a specialist

’ i

in the teaching and' superVision of teachers this is not necessarily typical of

R

TA training programs. Frequently TA training prograrn‘s are the result of inter- -

. )

est within a department on fhe part of a single faculty rnember. That indivi-

duai may or may not ‘be trained and/or skilled"in teaching. ' Just.as cdlleges o

and universities do not require training in teachjng of applicants for faculty .«

1
[

pOSitNQS' departments frequently do not require training'in teac'hing’or even

demonstrated skill in teaching as a prereguisite for training others to teach .

4

.
' 5
.
.
.
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‘We assume that because faculty membets have observed teacbi'ng. during

20 years §s students or becatise they have "pounded.on the keys" without N ) e

-

lessons for five or ten years-that they can teach others to pound keys and .

hd -

‘produce acég‘pfable if not beautiful music. Simply because I have functioned
‘ .. . | T,
; within the economic system for 29 years does not qualify me to teach even a

. Lo . ' ' ‘ oo . .
principles course in economics 1ét alohe an advanced c%urse in econometrics .x

If fhe TA trqinin.g program jis to be suécess;ful, the person who will con-
duct the sessions must be carefull}; chosen. One approach would be to ' )

choose a d%partmerft member who is a good teacher and who has training in

teaching. Such a faculty member may not exist in some departments. Or, if \

that person exists he or she may not have any interest in working on teaching

-

»

_improvement. A cc}mbinatipn of these factors led to the.approach used at

\lLli)ois and Lehigh. ' J ' . . V

2 - -

Each institution employs a specialist 1n'teaching and éupervision. Both»

¢ LY

specialists have -Ph. D¢ in that area, at least.four years internship exberi- .

e .

ence in superviSil;l_g teachers, .demonstrated'in.terest and ability in coliege

A

N
’ . K N -

- teachjng, and several years.experience teac}{irig at other-than the college

level. ’ These positions are funfled by a university-wide jsource anhd are not
. r > N -

<

-

currently ;‘.enurable. Several departments could combine their resources and
hire such a person at a‘relatively low cost to each department. The University )

&

of Illmoié’empl‘oys: such a person full-time wh‘ile Lehigh funds only a part- .

\ time position. AloRst any size 1nsti§ution can take advantage of the current

L IS
.

. * - .
“o‘ver-supply of well-qualified teaching spectidlists and hires someone for gven

- d nont%nured part-time position. A-caution to be f‘oliov(red, _{1Jowever, is that '
. f . N . : |

just as one would not by desire hire an urban and regional ecbn?mibs ! .

’ 1

-
s
.
a Vv ! 4
.
6. : )
'
- - . N . ’
~
e . . . .
. f . .
. .
hd »
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tere's,te% person is a, member of the departm‘ent or whether the department should

S

. After deciding who will'run the TA program, some organ.izational detaiis

need to be settled. First, will the sefiinars be held before the semester be- B 7
. ' 5 - /

gins, duiing the semester, or some combination of both ? Al three approaches .

have been tried ,in these programs and each has its adyantages.

+ 0 ‘ . .
By meeting with TAs before the semester begins, one might help to allevi-

ate some initial conterns of new TAs. It is also'péssible that the TA seminar

~ " - . . L]
.

) le’ader may givé TAs information which will help them to avoid eétablishing un-

. - . g ‘ a
desirable habits. TAs can begin the semester with some knowledge of the

. t’eaching—:leaming process. This is the plén used at Lehfgl’il Departmental .
- . . ‘ . * . ¢ ’ .
representatives selected the pre-semester meetings bég:ause.they felt that TAs

could not devote: suffici‘en_‘c attention to training during the semester.

’At,Illinois the initial seminars met during the semester while the TAs
- r ! * N 2 [ 4 ‘

. -taught'their classes. _'fhe advantage of this 'plfafz,-is' that TAs are encountering

L) X L) f . - -

-

N the t\eaching problems in their classes and the content of the seminars segam'a

.
o

+more meekﬁately relevant to their needs., This plan alsp provide's.a regularly"

Al . - - ~ “

s.cheduled group meeting at which TAs can seek assistance regarding-specific
N . o )
¢ problems which occur during th'e ‘semester. Participating’ departments at

¢

Il1linois preferred this épproa‘c,h since the'rd'fd not feel they could require TAs )
0 “to begin training before their contracts began./

After the first two semesters of training at Il;inbis a third approach was

e

-




/ r - - : . - . ~

- . £ .6 .o
. : r’\‘ N ’/5// . P ‘// . _. I " .
developeds On an opén-ended seminar evaluatjon quest or;,/?Nhat -sugge’s-

-

tion for.ri»tnprovém'en'ts do you have?" 17 ouf of 45 TA/s.'sLLi‘ggeste;i that at least
r ’// - N _
lasses‘begin hut that the ,

a few seminar sessions should be’held before

1 » ) . . .o, ¢ . . .
sessions primarily should be held durihg the semester. This, combination of

— *

sessions has been used for the past 'year and seems to combine the desirable’ |

. Py L )
* -

features of the other two approaches. ' ’ . . S

Another issue to consider is what will be taught during the seminar
// o -’ \ :

es;i,oﬁ. . An assbciated problem is whether TAs from several departments \$

- . ‘

~ will meet as a group or whether each department will have a separate series
of éeminar?. At Illinois the seminar director ;"Dlanned the entire program. The
N - ‘ \

diPect(')lr éelected topics for the seminaré by reviewing other TA training pro-

grams and educational research literature to determine what aspects of teach-
~ ’ . '

ing were most often mentioned as.basic teaching skills. The director of the
program at Illinois defined the purpose of the seminars as @rovément of

basic teaching skills even if the skills would not be used in the '-I‘A's'prespnt
' [N N . * E * ’

. *7 - : 0
teaching assignment. For.example, some, TAs were not responsible for pre-

» . . . A -
paring any quiz or exam questions but all TAs participated in that seminar.
. . ,

~

The assumption was that at some time TAS would have a teaching assignment

which.would include testing and that repeated training for specific course
1 ,

. requnsibilities was an inefficient way to Qban'ize the seminars. The direc-

't"or of the Illinéis ‘seminar program assumed all TAs,to be content'expefrts' at -

feast in the undergraduat:e course§ they we}e‘teaching. The seminar director A 1

v ’

examined textbooks, read syllgbi; and talked.to faculty members in order‘ to

[y

' form"ulate accurate examples in each subject area. For example, she had a -
. ‘ ) . ) Y
file of questions-that might be asked in econofmics, geography, matBematics

L4

-
) . 8
. N
-
.




‘én‘d‘ ch;mistry' class;aé . No faculty memipe;é participated 11:1 the seminar
p‘lannirig a:lt!;ough‘ afew 'o\bseryed' s_éme semyilnrars o éeca'use th; seminars Wer.e
fﬁpt c,ont'ént-épeéific, TA-:“from all ,p’ar'tgcipa‘tinc_;\'departm‘ént‘s met in a singl:g /

group. ' A . ' ‘
" R S
- The Lehigh seminars gere hardled in a very différent manner. Some de-
. e o

»
.

¥ partment chairmen'could no't;- be com_zinc?ad that.certain bas c 'tee;chipg skills ‘
) ’ . ~ ’ -7 § \ '
T are merely applied to differer‘xt content. Other depai‘tme‘nt chairmep did not

r 2 » [y - i : .
feel their TAs were experts on,even basic content-apd preferred to devote some

time to that during the séminars. .Therefore, éach ’epe;rtment. chairman had

the authority to select the topics he preferred for his TAs. All but one départe, -
ment charman wanted his TAs to meet only with TAE ﬁ;om' his own department.
.': o . < N A o ’ /

Therefore, 'all '_I‘A groups met by dppartment. In three departments efaculty

A

members worked extensively with TAs during the wkek preceding classes.

These facultx members taught portior‘lsfc’)f thé'und'e‘tgradugte course’to the TAs
* ! ~ -

on a demonstration basis. In two other departments faculty meémbers met with .

i

TAs and discussed aspects of course organization. In one department no fac-

!
-

, )
ulty member met with the TAs.

* °  The seminar director worked with TA groups’{rOm one to twenty hours de-

+ pending upon the topics selected by the de'p'értment chaiqnén. _Six al{fergnt

grolips met during the same week, each group containing from five to eight
. , . . « .

TAs.

L

Again in re;sponse to an open-ended question,. about ‘one-third of the TAs

participating in the Lehigh seminars suggested that TAs from different depart-

-

ments should meet tog*ether‘. EéOnomiés' TAs thought-they could beriefit from
. ~ . R ) ‘ , -

discussions with math TAs as did chemistry-and physics, TAs.: All TAs waqted
Q \ . / ' S - ‘
ERIC -9 S
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P

B
.

¥

e

' - L toe
to interact with English compdsition TAs. Two faculty members from differgnt'

-

departments suggested that the topics ‘could be t'aught to mixed grédps' of TAs.

¥
’ 3

< s ) . ! ' +
In departments where chairmen s_electea a very narrow topic, and there-
. fore limited parti ipatior?bil'the seminar director, one of two situations

occurred. In one\department the seminar, director conducted a second series

- ‘ , ‘ ..
of training seminars prior 16 the start of the second semester for TAs who had
P . . C

.

been given a new teaching assiénment which required more independent teach-

ing. Thus, TAs weré traineqd twice in the‘sa{ne year because the first approach

* 4

"y

was too limited. In twosother departments the chairmen requested further.sem-"-

L4

inars from thé*director.. *

<

The résult of the Lehigh experience is’that;for’next year depargments are
) - .’ ) * ' L ! * e
being encouraged to ingite thel’\TAs to a single seminar series which the
L] . . .

. 1 .

. $ -~ :
" seminar director will organize and conduct. Departments will -plan their own
. . ) . \

‘separate content-emphasis séssions. - ‘- . , .

A

.Once s.eminar sessions ax;@\ planned ard organized ~»a debartmer,lt must

-

reach a decision regarding incentives to encourage TA participation. Several

incentives have been tried. Some TAs rf‘ceive stipends for their participation.t

special issues or independent study course. Still'other TAs are required to

‘

participate as a condition fer further employment by the department. In one

seminar-serﬁ'at Illinois all three types of incentives were used 'bg vario%s

’

! ) . .
departments. Even when TAs compared incentives, those who were reguired
. . 3 t - ¢
to attend as a condition for employmeht did not express any res\entment. TAs //

P .

in all three g'roups had abbﬁt the same number of gbsénces (only four instan- ‘

~

ces of absences out of forty-five TAs attending six grpup sessions and two.

o 10"

N
.

~ %hese stipends range:from $50 # $100. Qther TAs receive gradiate credit in a

£} »




o M \ .
individual conferences)- At Lehigh, 4ll ’l‘As received a cash stipend of $lOO

No TA absences occurred during the pre—school training seminars or later con-

-

ferences. The most appropriate incentivé tor a given department wilC depend

. ‘ p
upon many factors such as the number of graduate-studerits available to fill’ \

. -needed teaching positions, financial reséurce_s ‘of the depagtment; and degree ’
- . . " . N : LN .
of departmental commitment to training. ‘. oo

Finally, some estimate of cost can be given for each of ~these prOgrarIQ;

The Illino? program costs g,pproximately $11,000 in salary for & director, $%60

N
for materials, ‘and incentive expenses; the incentive expenses a¥e assumed by

. L4
.

the Lehigh program services about 60 ’l‘As per' year.

~

[

First, neither approach descr1bed made use of department faculty-me

[

-,
_ prifnary directors 'for the seminars. Most departments did not have fadulty

R .

' members who were both interested and trained in teaching ‘Also, de
p !

. saw the b.enefit of partially support1ng a <:taff salary since departments

-

'their own faculty memberi as seminar leaders’ usually provided those pdc

- with one-third released time which was more ‘costly than partially fundi
L] ? ‘ ' ‘” '

) . _ : . ~
teaching specialist. TAs and faculty members also*saw benefits ifi hav

someone from outside the departmentsavailable to help TAs with problem

'

’ AN } ) & . '
can include TAs from several disciplites.| This also allqws effictent fiise of

11

A




/\',5 - . 10 Y

the seminar director's titne~b31 increasing the seminar size to 15 or 24 TAs

»

.
’

P v
L . .

~ group.s- ot 0 L : « T
! " u- . ) - . ‘ » : . .
.Third, a BA usually do€es not have a single t'eaching‘assignment for-h:

R

,h_er en;ire €areer as 3 teaéhing assistant. Departments which ohoose tot
'.;_- - *training selpinars_as ‘pre'paration for teaching a speciﬁc course should at

o«

.» be aware that additional trainin for,changing cour_se responsibilities may
oL s Tt . TN, : : -
netessary. R <. . -

«

r

In short, a department or:college pi}anning‘a T{\. training prograrn firg’t
aa.ssess. its _resou;c‘;eshx. _Given c'erttaip resources a departrnent must decid'e

- N whether to use a fagulty member or teachind speciahst as semina,x" directo
Next, departme—nts mus:dec1de 'wheli semma's w111- bé off®ed and how the

;

5

wi11 be organiz’ed Based on the intended aud1ence and the skills of the '

-
[}

nar director, someone must decide what aspects of teaching will- be inqlu<

R ‘ LIS - ~ \
; -the‘rs'eminars: Finall‘y, departments mu'st decide what, if 'any, incentives
will 'p&)v.ide to encourage TA -participation'.

?

B When d'ecid‘,fng'. whether to implenrerit a program a department should ¢
< . . . . L

/Lsidé'r“the cost~ of n_q‘developingiva\. training. In a/period when colieg,es al

,c) univers'ities are'heing challen,.g'ed todocume‘ﬁbthe.effectivenes‘s of their u‘

der'grad_uate prodrams; ﬁ‘A ‘training 'deiZAnﬂs‘trate’s a commitqutto fostering

' "‘ teac;hincj. Further ‘rese‘arc‘h will probably eontinue to sujppqort‘TA training a

means for improving ‘instruction. Lo , ) )’
. . . : 3 to- -

= A final consideration is the marketability of graduate s”cudents upen c

pletion of their degre'e.. More and more institutions are requiring some v
» L d .

. that it provides prospective emplo?ers with some tangibie evidenc
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While the establishment of a‘teaching g‘sslstant training program'ﬂ.ﬂy re—

.
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, - - . Footnotes. . ‘ ) .
! ‘ ’

loan Experiment in the Teac}{,ing of Economics and Kindred Subject's,‘*; Eco-
nomic Journal, June 1924, p. 19,

“

Y s TR LR

- 2See an evaluation of some of thes‘e*‘in ";[‘eéching .Priqcfples of Econo'mics:
The Joint Council Experimental Economics Course Project," American Economic

Reyiew, February 1977, pp. 105-109,

A
- . ‘
. .
¢
°
.

! L.,
- """&' .
. g
’ . ] * P ot -
+ - ' -
- Vv am '
u
'
]
.
. " - -
. - b - N .
e . SN~
¢ i
. B
N . s .
4
. ,
* .
. .. v ‘
.
. L}
~ - =
. w® .
«
- 4 - -
# - .
? ’ . .
vob T .
e .
. ~
: -
]
’
.J 5 2 .
. * »
-, ' ~
*
.
*
-
. - ’ .
v
- 3
—~ Ty L4
v a7 ‘
» A
Lq - \ / -
. 1 " 2 4T \/
N
1
, ¥
',.‘ . .
~ * !
4 » f ‘
1 [
: 4
«
. -
B -

¢




